Mites and the Mighty: The Last Work and Lasting Legacy of Albert M. Kligman, PhD, MD  by Gilchrest, Barbara A. & Leyden, James J.
IN MEMORIAM
6 Journal of Investigative Dermatology (2011), Volume 131 © 2011 The Society for Investigative Dermatology
considering what to do, when someone suggest-
ed that he pursue dermatology because that field 
“treated fungal diseases” and he had a PhD in the 
area. Fortunately, Donald Pillsbury, chairman of 
dermatology at the University of Pennsylvania, a 
man of great vision and patience, saw promise in 
Albert (Figure 2). Thus, he entered the field when 
very little was known about how skin functioned 
or what went wrong in skin disease, and treat-
ments were primitive. He went to work, and as 
a resident he invented the periodic acid–Schiff 
stain for identifying fungi.
Shortly after setting up his own laboratory in 
1951, Albert did his classic studies on tinea capi-
tis and the anatomy of nails, and he described the 
hair cycle and the telogen effluvium syndrome. 
He then turned to problems about which practi-
cally nothing of substance was known. Like the 
early miners during the gold rush, everywhere he 
looked he found gold nuggets. He was a pioneer 
in recognizing that the stratum corneum was not 
merely an insignificant dead layer of skin but in 
fact an all-important membrane with which we 
interface the environment and a major raison 
d‘être of the epidermis. Seminal observations in 
cutaneous microbiology, contact irritation and 
sensitization, photoallergy, phototoxicity, skin 
aging versus photoaging, the pathophysiology of 
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Albert M. Kligman, PhD, MD, Professor Emeritus 
of Dermatology at the University of Pennsylvania, 
died on 9 February 2010, one month short of his 
94th birthday and in the 62nd year of an extra-
ordinary career in investigative dermatology. At 
the time of his death, Dr. Kligman was actively 
involved in what he suspected was to be his last 
specific research contribution and publication. 
The following sections describe the man and 
his numerous contributions to dermatology: 
scientific, philanthropic, and inspirational. 
This eulogy is followed—as Dr. Kligman would 
surely have wished—by a presentation of the 
data he and his long-term colleague, Michael S. 
Christensen, PhD, pain stakingly generated over 
the last years of his life.
Albert the Magnificent
Albert M. Kligman lived a life that can only be 
described as magnificent. Born on St Patrick’s 
day, he was granted several Irish traits, including 
good luck, command of language worthy of the 
great Irish poets and authors, a quick wit, gen-
erosity, fierce loyalty, and an insatiable appetite 
for life (Figure 1). One of his favorite aphorisms 
was “Live every day like it was your last because 
it just might be.” He found joy in almost every-
thing, whether discussing skin biology or eating 
a corned beef sandwich. His mind raced from 
concept to concept, seeing potential connec-
tions with an enviable clarity. It was said that a 
viable career strategy was to spend an hour or 
two with Kligman and then spend the next 30 
years working on the experiments he suggested.
Albert Kligman believed he was the right per-
son at the right time, and that took some luck. 
He was a freshly minted PhD botanist work-
ing on mushrooms in the early 1940s when 
the government forecast the need for many 
more physicians for a world war with no end in 
sight. PhDs were recruited in large numbers to 
fill this perceived need. The war ended precip-
itously, and there was Albert Kligman, PhD, MD, 
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Figure 1. Professor Albert Kligman at a party celebrating his 
birthday on St Patrick’s Day, around 50 years ago. His friends 
presented him with a custom-made leprechaun suit, which 
he promptly donned to acknowledge the apt choice.
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acne, and the discovery that tretinoin benefits acne and pho-
todamage are among the topics addressed in his more than 
700 original papers and several books. He continued to pub-
lish papers into his 90s.
The scientific achievements of Albert Kligman resulted in 
many honors, including the Rothman Award of the Society 
of Investigative Dermatology (SID) and the Discovery Award 
of the Dermatology Foundation (Figure 3). As impressive as 
his work in the laboratory was his ability to attract bright 
young people to work with him. He established a founda-
tion dedicated to bringing young dermatologists from abroad 
to receive dermatological research training and enticed resi-
dents to work with him. At last count, more than 30 former 
Kligman fellows were professors of dermatology, and many 
were department chairs. All who were fortunate enough to 
work with him remember his generosity in attributing new 
findings to their hard work and how quickly he pushed them 
to center stage. For decades, the Durhing Laboratories at the 
University of Pennsylvania were filled with Kligman disciples 
who not only became proficient in experimental dermatol-
ogy but also learned important life lessons.
Albert Kligman was always available and ready to dispense 
advice on any subject, no matter how personal. He also 
made social interaction part of the program. Frequent dinners 
with an international flavor cemented lifelong friendships. 
These events were typically timed so that visitors from other 
departments of dermatology could be present. Albert had a 
practice of sending notes to authors of papers he found inter-
esting or to those who gave an intriguing paper at the SID or 
other meeting, encouraging them to keep up the good work 
and extending an open invitation to visit his lab. His generos-
ity toward young dermatologists is also seen in the Kligman 
Travel Grants to attend the annual SID meeting, a program 
that has sponsored 373 aspiring investigators since its incep-
tion in 1996, a total gift of nearly $500,000. An even more 
impressive example of Kligman’s generosity was his dona-
tion of the royalties from the patents he obtained (at his own 
expense) for topical tretinoin, used in the treatment of acne 
and photodamage. Those many millions of dollars paved the 
way for expansion and development of the Department of 
Dermatology at the University of Pennsylvania.
There will never be another Albert Kligman in derma-
tology. Our specialty has progressed too far and our level 
of understanding is too deep for one person to be able to 
work productively in multiple areas simultaneously, no 
matter how much intelligence and energy are available. 
Investigators must instead focus on a relatively narrow area 
of research—and, in becoming acquainted with it, many of 
these invest igators will find seeds sown by Albert Kligman 
decades ago.
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Figure 2. Dr. Kligman (center) as a resident at the University of Pennsylvania 
in the Department of Dermatology, which became his lifelong academic 
home. (Photograph reproduced with permission.)
Figure 3. Dr. Kligman with the authors at a reception in Philadelphia, 
celebrating the establishment of the SID Kligman/Frost Leadership 
Lecture and Award.
